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Skepticism About Authenticity
I have a problem with a model of an artist as a suffering isolated individual, “who
dredges their soul to produce true art.”1 I used to believe in this myth, which an artist, Allan
deSouza, described in his book, How Art Can be Thought, as, “Their isolation is displayed as
proof that creativity arises from individual, heroically mute suffering.”2 He further addresses the
idea of authenticity, “Authenticity may be used in relation to one’s “core being”, as evidenced by
the popular phrase “being true to oneself.” This truism is seen as an ultimate quality for the
making of art…”3
I told myself that I had to have my “core being” to manifest in my art. The more I isolate
myself in search of inherent “authenticity” or “truth” in myself, however, the more difficult it
became to believe in such a myth. And, it was problematic in a way that completely prevented
me from making anything.
However, I did not think to resort to the inclusion of my cultural identity or something
deeply personal in my art in order to resolve the issue of authentic genius. Just because I am born
and raised in Japan, explicitly addressing it in the work seems to automatically establish the West
versus the East dialogue. I have always been not fond of a specific type of hierarchization that
relies on the idea of mainstream field versus everything else outside of it. My work addressing
my Japanese heritage explicitly could face a risk of it being assimilated to a Japanese type of art
made by a Japanese artist. Even though artists like Takashi Murakami purposefully emphasize
this aspect of Japanese-ness in order to entice the Western art market, I feel uncomfortable
because it feels too ideological. What you represent comes first, not yourself. I just want to resist
1
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Ibid., 103.
3
Ibid., 110.
2

1

being assimilated to one among many. Though, I have to admit that what is revealed here is my
resistant and ambivalent position taking that I employ – regardless of what context I am in – in
relation to ideas, such as authenticity, individuality, and subjectivity. Even though I became
skeptical of the existence of authentic individual, when I thought about my art potentially getting
absorbed into just a category, I refused the idea of the collective and turn to attempt to assert
individuality.
In Japanese society, collective identity has historically been valued and emphasized more
than individuality, which means that what type of group you belong to is more important than
what we are individually. And, I was always skeptical about that. I was thinking about how I
could be different from everybody else, which might have motivated me to come to America. I
also acknowledge that Art that I engage in is a Western concept. It has been developed primarily
in Europe and America. My art education took place in America as well and it is safe to say that
an artistic model that I have followed is a Western-influenced model. In fact, I sometimes have
trouble having a conversation about art with, for example, my family in Japan because I have
learned art terms in English and I sometimes have difficulty translating them to Japanese. My
relationship to two very different cultural contexts certainly and interestingly contributed to the
development of a transgressive way of thinking.

2

Uniqueness/Reference/Wade Guyton’s Untitled Action Sculptures

Fig. 1 Ryunosuke Matsui, Untitled, 2017. Conduit pipes, dimention variable.
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Fig. 2 Wade Guyton, Untitled Action Sculpture, 2005. Steel and painted wood , 43 3/8 x 23 5/8 x 31 1/2 in.
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Fig. 3 Marcel Breuer, Cesca chair.

5

My desire for artistic authenticity and uniqueness was still dominant in 2017, although I
slowly became aware of myself having philosophical difficulty dealing with the idea of self. I
was particularly sensitive to words like derivative, imitative, mimetic – words that suggest
inauthenticity. I almost prohibited myself from even being influenced by artists as a result, for I
did not want to produce work that ends up resembling their work. This rather absurd isolation of
myself from outside influences, however, did not resolve the issue of finding the self.
To progress, I started an exercise in which I follow methods of the artists to whom I
frequently refer. One of them was Wade Guyton. Guyton produced series of Untitled Action
Sculptures begun in 2001, where he manipulated Marcel Breuer’s Cesca chairs into sculptural
forms. (Fig.2-3) I took this idea and experimented with cheap folding chairs from IKEA. The
result of my manipulation did not spark anything. The form was pathetic. I realized that Guyton
already had a beautifully designed form to begin with. Guyton noted – as a result of his failed
attempt to repair a broken Cesca chair found on the street – that he wanted to mindlessly
continue the act of bending.4 I, then, changed the framing of the exercise from chairmanipulation to bending exercise. A suitable material that I came up for this was a conduit pipe.
I produced ten iterations of bent conduit pipes that imitated Untitled Action Sculptures (Fig. 1).
Guyton’s sculptures manipulated both physical form and symbolic capital embedded in
the Cesca chair, which created a separate significance in the Guyton’s work. Scott Rothkopf
analyzes, “…the object also managed to pithily cross the wires between this high-flown lineage
and its more debased afterlife… His new sculpture manages to succinctly entwine the contested
histories of utopian design, modernist art, and 1970s middlebrow taste, all within one ridiculous
sinewy contour.”5 I recognize that what I made removed those references, a consequence of

4
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Rothkopf, Scott, and Wade Guyton. Wade Guyton OS: (New Haven: Yale Univ. Press, 2012), 15.
Ibid., 15.
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which is that the status of the objects remained in the realm of autonomous sculpture, especially
since I did not explicitly state that the form had Guyton’s sculpture as a starting point (I stated
that “other artist’s work as a starting point, but I did not include Guyton’s name). The result of
my experiment was rather unresolved to the viewers, and the objects particularly ended up
possessing an ambiguous appearance. It was because I was still subconsciously holding onto my
desire for originality and afraid of making all the references available to pronounce the
experimental part of the work further. DeSouza intriguingly interprets the idea of uniqueness,
“Uniqueness might be, then, a collage…that is dependent on its audience not being able to
recognize or follow its trails. This claim to uniqueness requires the viewer to be ignorant and/or
amnesiac, an agent of modernism’s culture of forgetting.”6 How I introduced conduit pipe
Guyton pieces indeed required its viewers to be ignorant. There was only one person that made a
direct connection of my work to the Guyton’s without me telling. She was a very nice old
woman that came to the open studios, who shared her memory of going to Petzel Gallery to see
Guyton’s show that included Untitled Action Sculptures for the first time and being very
disappointed by them. She told me that I did something better with my objects than what Guyton
did with his, but she did not tell me why. Nevertheless, the work served as a way for me to
readdress the idea of subjectivity and reference.

6

DeSouza, Allan. How Art Can Be Thought: A Handbook for Change. (Durham: Duke University Press., 2018),
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Ship of Theseus

Fig. 4 Ryunosuke Matsui, Ship of Theseus, 2018. 15 bottles of Poland Spring water and 15 individual branded
bottles of water, double sided mirror, 30 x 32 x 24 inches.

My question of authenticity and subjectivity continued after the conduit pipe Guyton and
led me to produce Ship of Theseus in 2018. The beginning, this work started with an odd
combination of the philosophical paradox, Ship of Theseus, and one conversation that I had with
my mother. As I was already having a crisis in locating a sense of self, it was inevitable for me
to use that crisis as content. Ship of Theseus is a philosophical paradox accounted by a Greek
philosopher, Plutarch in Life of Theseus. The paradox fundamentally addresses identity and
questions whether an object with all of its components replaced remains the same object.
My mother fractured her bones in her hand. I was having a conversation with her through
FaceTime and noticed she was drinking an intriguing bottle of water. She explained to me that

8

she purchased this expensive device that seemingly boosts regular water with hydrogen. Even
though there were a lot of advertising campaigns and stories to proclaim the benefit of hydrogen
water – such as sponsorship for sports teams and pseudo-medical articles – there have not been
sufficient scientific backups to prove its real benefit and many experts remain skeptical. When I
expressed my skepticism towards her water, she responded, “Those who believe shall be saved.”
That is what she often says when she tries to justify her belief, and I assume it is from her
educational background at a Catholic school. Although she always says she hated being in the
school system so much, I find it funny that the phrase remains in her mind. Nevertheless, what
was intriguing in this conversation was not whether or not this water works but how the
particular water created a type of belief around it. Not only did it lead me to use water as a
material to make a work out of, but it also expanded my thoughts about Ship of Theseus: how we
abandon or adopt new beliefs and creates a notion of self.
I picked fifteen bottles of Poland Spring – which is commonly circulated in New York
City – and decided to replace the content with fifteen different brands of water. I documented the
process of the exchange as well. I eventually presented fifteen Poland Springs that were neatly
placed back in the original shrink-wrapped package and other fifteen brands of water – each of
them had the same content, Poland Spring – with a piece of double-sided mirror in between. On
the adjacent wall, screenshots from a video documenting a process of myself exchanging the
content were displayed.

9

Arrangement of Beliefs
After the Ship of Theseus, I began to question whether or not all of us are – in one way or
another – collections of foreign beliefs and ideas. If I were to take an extreme stance, we are all
made up of things that do not belong to ourselves in the beginning. If there were to be something
that points to uniqueness to address “authenticity,” then, it would only be the arrangement of
ideas in each of us. If this is the case, then, how could I give any beginning to anything? Sherrie
Levine is the artist who has been questioning the concept of origin in her work and is interested
in Derrida’s idea of the impossibility of origins and beginnings. In his effort to find a better word
for Levine’s “seminal” work – as the word “seminal” automatically suggests an idea of origin,
which conflicts with the nature of her work – Howard Singerman introduces an excerpt from
Jacque Derrida’s Dissemination: “So make incision, some violent arbitrary cut… It is, of course,
a beginning that is forever fictional, and the scission, far from being an inaugural act, is dictated
by the absence… of any de-cisive beginning.”7 I used to feel overly responsible with the initial
“cut” in my work. Too much weight was placed on the beginning. Therefore, I was
uncomfortable with making an “arbitrary cut” because I was trying to rationalize every decision.
That is perhaps why I started to question the idea of authenticity and had the biggest difficulty
initiating the process of making work; I was irrationally fearful of authority that I possessed over
my work. This “arbitrary cut” was something I needed to be comfortable with. I decided to be ok
with the arbitrary beginning and let the work develop through the process. A decision to make
this cut and an ethic to follow through the process that comes after became crucial to produce
work.

7

Singerman, Howard, and Sherrie Levine. Art History, after Sherrie Levine. (Berkeley: University of California
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This way of thinking affects my material choice as well: what is commonly found in the
world. Instead of trying to designate myself as a starting point – my emotion, or inner feeling and
such, something intrinsic – I designate things that I find in my daily life (readily available
consumer goods, the material found in a hardware store, etc) as a surrogate for an origin. By
picking up things that do not belong to me and seeking to arrange them in different ways, the
methodology rejects the work as something that is a representation of preconceived inner self to
which the artist is responding. It instead emphasizes how my idea of self could be brought into
being through the process, as an arrangement of foreign beliefs. In this sense, the process
resonates with the Derridean idea of substitution: “… the entire history of the concept of
structure… must be thought of as a series of substitutions of center for center, as a linked chain
of determinations of center for center… Successively, and in a regulated fashion, the center
receives different forms or names.”8 I am interested in mediation. I am more interested in what
object is produced in an effort of the process of substitution than in what signified comes before
and after. If I am not, then, there would not be any objects produced and I would be much more
like the artists from Conceptualism in a traditional sense.

8

Derrida, Jacques, and Alan Bass. Writing and Difference. (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1978), 279.
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Scratch-offs/Anticipation/Time

Fig. 5 Ryunosuke Matsui, The Spectacle of Anticipation #8, 2019. UV print on brushed alminium composite panel,
72 x 48 inches.

On my way home from my school studio in TriBeCa, I take a particular exit on Lafayette
stop on the C train in Brooklyn almost every day. One day, I noticed that someone discarded
scratch-off lottery tickets on the ground of the staircase. I did not think about it until I began to
see them almost every time I use the exit. I started to ask myself what I could do with them.
12

There was something that made me wonder about accumulating debris of opportunities, evidence
of games played, and an idea of readily accessible premeditated future.
I first collected some of the discard tickets and began to experiment. I scanned them in
and digitally isolated scratched area from the rest of the ticket. This process was incredibly
tedious. The tickets have a quite complicated pattern, which I assume is to prevent
counterfeiting. They were printed on tabloid-sized papers at a FedEx copy machine. Next, I
purchased varieties of tickets and scratched them in different ways myself. I followed the same
digital manipulation with them, but this time I decided to have them UV printed on canvas,
Plexiglas, white Dibond, and brushed steel Dibond. I did not like canvas or white Dibond. They
looked too much like painting. I liked brushed steel Dibond the most because the brushed silver
appearance connected to the act of scratching. I picked seven images and scaled them up by
350%. The size of each Dibond corresponds to 350% inflation of the original size. Likewise, the
compositional decision of the scratched part on each Dibond is dictated by its placement on the
original ticket. I chose three more images and scaled them up by 1200% this time.
Scrath-off tickets have a peculiar and paradoxical sense of time embedded within them.
As you scratch, you reveal your own future, premediated in the past. This sense of time is similar
to what Derrida has written about temporal ambiguity of prefaces, “The preface would announce
in the future tense (“this is what you are going to read”) the conceptual content or significance of
what will already have been written… a hidden omnipotent author (in full mastery of his
product) is presenting to the reader as his future.” What lies between the moment after
completing scratching and the moment when you find out the outcome is the moment of
anticipation, which is preserved on the surface of each Dibond. This perpetuated moment of
anticipation creates an experience for the viewers in which the preserved gesture equates their

13

very own present situation with an art object in front of them; their own anticipation for
something to happen – meaning making, a visceral response, etc – parallels the sense of
anticipation preserved in the artwork.
Furthermore, the appearance of a mechanically produced object erases the labor required
in the process of digitally isolating scratched areas of each ticket. Even though it took, on
average, fifteen hours per ticket to precisely isolate, the precision conceals my own hand. It
reflects my deferral of narrativization and minimized subjectivity while maintaining, “the tension
between utterly mundane gestures of daily life set against the blank expanse of something yet to
come.”9
In Chronophobia, Pamela Lee, an art historian, examines the relationship between our
fixation on time and speed through technological advancement and the similar temporal anxiety
observed in the 1960’s art. The perpetuated moment in my work also echoes with the “pause”
that she addresses at the end of the book: “In worlds in which the speed of technology is matched
only by its spatial reach, time becomes that much more political, of global consequences… we
hear of groups, communities, and scattered networks of individuals taking pause. They’re
pausing not in any naïve effort to “go back”… but to slow down.”10
In the age of “insta” everything, I would like to deliberately remind myself that I should
slow things down to resist the experience of my work being transient. As Lee continues, “For it
is in slowness and the capacity to parse one’s own present that one gains ground on what’s
coming up next…” 11

9

Lee, Pamela M. Chronophobia: On Time in the Art of the 1960s. (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 2006), 279.
Ibid., 308.
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Ad Infinitum
If my search for authenticity were to have meant chronologically going back to locate
something fixed – as a phrase such as “going back to my roots” suggests – it was necessary for
me to establish a new relationship with time. Artistic activity often faces a variety of endlessness
– by questioning, for example, the meaning, the value, work’s art historical contribution, etc. It is
tempting to try to rush to an end and bring a sense of closure to get myself out of the uncertainty.
However, that is where the potential of art may lie – in its endlessness and its ability to remain
open. In that sense, my work deals with “technologies of the future…but only insofar as we wish
that the difference they will make in the future may make a difference today.”12 Maybe the only
thing that I am certain about is that I have to maintain this endlessness, as dreadful as it may
sound. Continuation is everything.

12
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Image 5 Ryunosuke Matsui, Minesweeper Composition with 240 Stress Balls Replacing Bombs, 2019. Stress balls,
FRP grating, MDF, 37 ½ x 109 ½ x 6 inches.
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Image 6 Ryunosuke Matsui, Nice!, 2019. Beachballs, fans, steel tubing, flanges, grid panel, MDF, dimension
variable.
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Image 7 Installation view 1
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